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Abstract
In this article I bring the political philosophy of Judith Butler 
to bear on contemporary and inter-related arguments about 
race and (in)equality. Focusing most directly on the UK 
context and taking account of recent changes in UK law, I 
further address the role of social protest in the pursuit of 
equality and social justice. Starting with a seemingly simple 
question which echoes the language of contemporary social 
protest, I ask ‘what does it mean for lives to matter’. In 
responding to this I pursue the following aims: (i) develop 
an awareness of human mattering which moves beyond the 
lens of neoliberal individualism; (ii) generate an understand-
ing of protest as an intensely human and ethical endeavour; 
(iii) engage Butler's philosophical arguments in a manner 
that is accessible to those unfamiliar with their work. I 
begin with an overview of contemporary social protests and 
outline recent developments in UK law before introducing 
key concepts from Butler's work. I then apply Butler's argu-
ments to explore the construct and the language of matter-
ing, before expanding on what it means to matter and the 
role of social protest in the pursuit of grievable lives.
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KILBY

1 | INTRODUCTION

The ambition of this article is to examine inter-related arguments about race, protest and what is means for lives 
to matter, and to consider the material implications of contemporary changes to UK legislation through which legal 
rights to social protest are being eroded. Judith Butler's political philosophy, and in particular, the concept of grieva-
bility, presents a novel means for achieving these ambitions by permitting a critical examination of how racialised lives 
(and deaths) matter against the backdrop of a given social and political context. One simple question underpins every 
stage of my work, namely, what does it mean for lives to matter? In responding to this I pursue the following aims: (i) 
develop an awareness of human mattering which moves beyond the lens of neoliberal individualism; (ii) generate an 
understanding of protest as an intensely human and ethical endeavour; (iii) engage Butler's philosophical arguments 
in a manner that is accessible to those unfamiliar with their work.

2 | MATTERING AND SOCIAL PROTEST

The statement ‘Black lives matter’, originally ‘Our lives matter’, can be traced back to 2012 following the acquittal 
of White 1 U.S. police officer George Zimmerman for the murder of unarmed Black teenager Trayvon Martin. It was 
voiced again following the killing of unarmed Black teenager Michael Brown in 2014, shot by White police officer 
Darren Wilson (Atkins, 2019). In May 2020, against the backdrop of the global Covid 19 pandemic, we witnessed the 
brutal murder of another unarmed Black man in the United States. Footage of George Floyd, pinned to the ground and 
suffocated to death under the knee of White police officer Derek Chauvin, sparked a response of collective action 
in the United States which has been widely compared to the civil rights era (E.g. Morris, 2021; Thomsen, 2020), and 
led to protests across many nations. ‘Black lives matter’ (BLM) demonstrations took place in towns and cities across 
the UK (Dearden, 2020), with anti-racism protestors uniting to demand radical change. Whilst standing against police 
brutality and racism in the United States, protestors also emphasised how these same issues of anti-Black racism play 
out in the UK too. They point to numerous deaths including those of Rashan Charles, Sheku Bayoh, Mark Duggan, 
Christopher Alder, Sean Rigg and many other Black men who died during attempts by UK police to either apprehend 
or restrain them, or whilst in police custody (Afzal, 2020; Greig, 2020; Mohdin, 2021).

The following Spring, in March 2021, the UK witnessed a separate series of protests following the death of 
Sarah Everard, a young White woman abducted and murdered by serving Metropolitan police officer Wayne Couzens 
(BBC, 2021b). The disappearance of Sarah Everard and the discovery of her body received significant police attention 
and was headline news across all UK media outlets. In the days following, hundreds gathered at vigils in London and 
across the UK. Led initially by women's rights group ‘Reclaim the Streets’, members of the public came together to 
collectively mourn, and to demand greater police and public action to address harassment, abuse, and violence against 
women (BBC, 2020a). These vigils were deemed by the Metropolitan police to conflict with the national Covid 19 
lockdown restrictions and their policing of a large London vigil became a heavy-handed attempt to physically disperse 
the crowd. Following a subsequent legal challenge to their handling of the event, the UK high court found the Metro-
politan police to have breached the human rights of those protestors who brought the case (Grierson, 2022).

Given this paper is an interwoven exploration of protest and race, it is essential to acknowledge the racialised 
identity of Sarah Everard as a White woman. Indeed, the decision to include a discussion of the Sarah Everard case in 
this article is, in part, because of her identity as a White woman. Later in the article I will return to this as I explore the 
case of sisters Bibaa Henry and Nicole Smallman who were murdered in London in June 2020 (BBC, 2021a), however 
it is helpful to the development of my arguments to present some initial discussion here. The case of Bibaa Henry 
and Nicole Smallman, alongside the cases of many other women from Black and other racially minoritised back-
grounds highlight disparity with regard to variable media interest and police response to femicide (Ingala Smith, 2021; 
Kingsley, 2021). Karen Ingala-Smith, founder of the U.K. femicide census project 2 argues that, when it comes to femi-
cide, “Black women are disproportionately victimised, yet more likely to receive a sub-standard response from state 
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KILBY

agencies” (Ingala Smith, 2021, para 3). It is impossible to know exactly what might have happened following Sarah 
Everard's murder had she been a Black woman, however, based on the racial disparities highlighted by these other 
cases, we might imagine there would have been less initial media interest, at least until the identity of her attacker 
was revealed, and thus potentially a more limited public awareness and/or reaction. Whether or not vigils would have 
taken place, and how they might have been managed by police is again debatable.

The Sarah Everard case offers an initial indicator that, it is not only that racism makes Black lives more vulner-
able to violence at the hands of police—as demonstrated in the case of George Floyd and so many others, but that 
the loss of Black lives, even in the most tragic and violent circumstances, seemingly renders less concern than the 
loss of White lives under similar circumstances. To be clear my argument is not that the reactions to the murder of 
Sarah Everard were disproportionately high or excessive, rather, that response following the murders of Bibaa Henry, 
Nicole Smallman and so many others, are comparatively disproportionately low. What this points to is a variability in 
how racialised lives are valued and how they are grieved. The provocations outlined here are further unpacked and 
evidenced as the article progresses.

At the same time as the policing of the Sarah Everard vigils was unfolding, the UK government was actively 
pursuing changes to increase police powers in matters of social protest. Partly in response to the BLM protests during 
2020, the British Government introduced a new Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts bill which included a strong 
focus on public order and sought to strengthen policing in relation to public protests (UK Government, 2021a, 2021b). 
Despite serious concerns raised by human rights organisations and social justice activist groups (E.g. Liberty, 2021; 
End Violence Against Women and Girls, Latin American Women's Rights Service; Rights of Women; Southall Black 
Sisters, 2021), and a swathe of ‘Kill the Bill’ public protests, the bill received royal assent becoming a UK Parliamentary 
Act in 2022. This Act significantly extends police powers to limit, curtail and ban processions and public gatherings and 
it substantially increases the penalties that individuals might face if found guilty of related offences (Liberty, 2021).

Evidence presented to the House of commons by organisations seeking to challenge the proposals in the bill 
highlighted the importance of public protest in the pursuit of equality and social justice. For example, evidence collec-
tively submitted to the House of Commons by End Violence Against Women and Girls, Latin American Women's Rights 
Service; Rights of Women; Southall Black Sisters during the Bill's assent emphasised that “Protest is firmly embedded in 
the struggle for women's rights—and particularly the rights of Black and minoritised women” (2021; p 3), moreover 
they argued that the most marginalised groups, including “Black and minoritised women, migrant women, Deaf and 
disabled women and members of the LGBT+ community” are most likely to suffer when rights to protest are eroded 
(2020; p4). Of particular interest for the current paper is a recognition that this new UK parliamentary act further 
emboldens a social, political, and legal framing of protest which constructs protesters as unlawful, illegitimate, and 
dangerous to civil society.

I argue that, through the discursive cultivation of such imaginaries, the basic humanity of those who fight for 
fairness and justice becomes increasingly obscured, which, in turn risks eroding support for the issues of inequality 
and injustice that collective protest seeks to challenge. In this paper I seek to counter the narrative of protest as 
dangerous to civil society, by arguing in favour of the humanness of social protest. Applying the political philosophy 
of Judith Butler, I explore how contemporary social protests are first and foremost collective demonstrations about 
human mattering which seek to re-frame lives that are rendered ungrievable as ‘lives that matter’. The following 
section provides an overview of Butler's relevant work before applying it to recent UK events.

2.1 | Grievability as a measure of lives that matter

Over the past 2 decades U.S philosopher and theorist Judith Butler has turned their attention to the geopolitical 
context of war and protest, and how human subjectivity is differentially organised and shaped in the public sphere (E.g. 
Butler, 2006, 2016, 2020). Their arguments contain a founding concern with the concepts of interdependence and 
vulnerability (Brown, 2016; Maďarová et al., 2020; Schippers, 2014). For Butler, vulnerability is a relational condition. 
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KILBY

They argue that an individual is never vulnerable alone, but always “to a situation, a person, a social structure upon 
which we rely and in relation to which we are exposed” (Butler, 2020, p. 46). Maďarová et al. (2020) argue that 
Butler's theoretical development of vulnerability stands as a significant and important departure from prior scholarly 
elaborations of the concept. These authors argue that vulnerability encompasses “instability and uncertainty and can 
lead to insecurity and destabilisation” (p. 14), moreover, vulnerability can also be a feature of systems or institutions 
(Maďarová et al., 2020). Butler's theorising of vulnerability underscores their arguments regarding the foundations of 
human interdependence and their critique of individualism. They argue that, because human subjects can never exist 
fully liberated from the conditions which render life possible, “we are never fully individuated” (2020; p46).

In their work entitled Precarious Life: The powers or Mourning and Violence, first published in 2004 Butler examines 
the US ‘War on Terror’ response to the 11 September 2001 attacks. They argue that the US response to those attacks 
stands as a lost opportunity for a reimaging of global politics, where, in the face of its own national vulnerability, the 
US might have set aside First World privilege in recognition of the fundamental importance of developing an interde-
pendent global political community. With these events as the backdrop, Butler seeks a more profound understanding 
of how mourning and violence might relate, and enquires “what, politically, might be made of grief besides a cry for 
war” (Butler, 2006; p XII).

Butler's exploration of death, mourning and violence continues in Frames of War: When is life grievable? First 
published in 2009. They emphasise an important distinction between precariousness which is understood as existen-
tial vulnerability to which all forms of life are subject, and precarity. For Butler, precarity is defined as a “politically 
induced condition in which certain populations suffer from failing social and economic networks of support and 
become differentially exposed to injury, violence, and death” (Butler, 2016, p. 25). As Schippers (2014, p. 41) puts it, 
precariousness can be understood as “the shared condition of humanity”, whilst precarity refers to how precariousness 
comes to be “differentially structured, for example, along the lines of race, class, gender, or religious identification”.

Building on these foundations, Butler (2006, 2016, 2020) develops the concept of grievability which concerns 
how cultural and political frames of meaning fundamentally shape our capacity to apprehend life, death, and what it 
is to be human. Butler argues that culturally grounded discursive frames render entire populations as more, or less, 
grievable, and indeed some never register as grievable at all. For Butler, there is no means by which life or death can 
be rendered intelligible, or stand as a grievable life, without relation to some discursive frame of meaning-making. 
Moreover, the frames which organize and filter how we can apprehend the world are always partial, and always 
power laden (Schippers, 2014). Variously referring to the politics of immigration, structures of racism, and the US 
response to the 11 September 2001 terror attacks, Butler contends that “the differential distribution of grievability 
across populations has implications for why and when we feel politically consequential affective dispositions such as 
horror, guilt, righteous sadism, loss and indifference” (Butler, 2016, p. 24).

A growing body of work has applied Butler's concept of grievability to explore differing media representations of 
the dead, including studies of non-Western victims of war in Gaza (Berents, 2019; Lloyd, 2017); women in the US mili-
tary (Millar, 2015); comparative analysis of European and African victims of political violence (Morse, 2018), and media 
representations of migrants who perish at sea (Horsti & Neumann, 2019; Mercieca & Mercieca, 2022; Stierl, 2016). 
Other strands of work have examined how lives are rendered as more, or less, grievable in relation to structures of 
social class in India (Varman et al., 2020), and recently, work has begun to consider grievability in relation to narra-
tives of health. Spratt (2022) examines contemporary Western health discourse, critiquing the neoliberal narrative of 
personal responsibility for health and examining grievability in relation to the UK ‘war on obesity’, whilst Maďarová 
et al. (2020) explore constructions of vulnerability and grievability in Western political discourses during the early 
months of the Covid 19 pandemic. Studies have also emphasised the significance of public acts of memorialisation 
(E.g. Boudreaux, 2016; Horsti & Neumann, 2019), and the significance of imagery (E.g. Berents, 2019; Kakoty, 2019) 
in the marking of lives as more, or less, grievable. Morse (2018, p. 243) says of Butler's approach:

she uses grief as a prism to point to the construction of the global divide between those whose deaths 
are acknowledged and treated as morally flawed and those whose deaths make no ethical solicitation.
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KILBY

In their most recent work, The Force of Nonviolence, Butler (2020) develops an ethics of non-violence which involves 
a thorough critique of Western individualism and a re-specification of how violence and nonviolence are concep-
tualised. Butler (2020) fundamentally rejects the assumption of nonviolence as a passive endeavour, arguing that 
“nonviolence does not necessarily emerge from a Pacific or calm part of the soul. Very often it is an expression of 
rage, indignation and aggression” (p. 21). They further propose that violence not only exists in the materiality of the 
physical blow, but also in systemic and/or structural forms. Hence, they point to systemic racism as the enactment 
of violence. In seeking to reframe understandings of violence and nonviolence Butler (2020) makes a plea for the 
importance of ‘aggressive non-violence’ as a transformative social force, arguing that:

Nonviolence is less a failure of action than a physical assertion of the claims of life, a living assertion, 
a claim that is made by speech, gesture, and action, through networks, encampments, and assemblies, 
all of these seek to recast the living as worthy of value, as potentially grievable, precisely under condi-
tions in which they are either erased from view or cast into irreversible forms of precarity.

(p. 24)

Butler's theoretical lens of grievability and her positioning of aggressive nonviolence as essential to the pursuit of 
equality and social justice offers a deeply human understanding of social protest. It draws in a concern with under-
standing social protest as grieving—both for lives that are lost, and simultaneously for lives not valued or protected 
against loss. In so doing, it invites a move away from the UK government-backed framing of social protest as increas-
ingly illegitimate and a threat to law and order, instead, reconfiguring social protest as an entirely human and indeed 
humanitarian endeavour.

The following sections of this paper first apply the political lens of Butler to examine the ‘language’ of lives that 
matter, before exploring what it means for lives to matter in life as well as in death, and how collective protest is a 
crucial vehicle for the pursuit of all human mattering.

2.2 | Mattering, equality and individualism

To be grievable is to be interpellated in such a way that you know your life matters; that the loss of 
your life would matter; that your body is treated as one that should live and thrive, whose precarity 
should be minimized, for which provisions for flourishing should be available

(Butler, 2020; 59)

When it comes to contemporary social protest against racial inequality and injustice, the language of mattering is 
paramount. Alongside the rally cry ‘Black Lives Matter’, we hear the retort that ‘All Lives Matter’ (ALM). ALM is a 
discourse entrenched in Whiteness and conservatism (Kil, 2020). It can be intensely frustrating and painful to many 
sections of the Black community (O’Malley, 2020), and it is often categorised as the language of racists (Bry, 2015). 
Whilst not disputing the legitimacy of experiencing ALM as racist, to fully challenge the ideological and rhetorical 
appeal of the argument that ‘all lives matter’ invites some further elaboration.

Notably, whilst ‘All Lives Matter’ features in the context of arguments about racial injustice, it might equally well 
serve in other settings where inequality is being protested. For example, it might be drawn upon as a counter to a 
claim that ‘Trans-Lives Matter’; or ‘Women's Lives Matter’. My authorial aim here is not ignore or dismiss the racial 
context of the BLM movement, but rather, to point out that ‘All Lives Matter’ has the rhetorical capacity to slip and 
slide into other contexts. The rhetorical sway of arguing that ‘All Lives Matter’ resides in its seeming universality. The 
ALM narrative routinely disregards the inequalities and injustices experienced by the Black community which BLM 
is calling attention to, by repositioning the ‘question under discussion’ from one of ‘Black lives’ to that of ‘all lives’ 
(Keiser, 2021). This repositioning then supports an argument whereby, a concern with 'all lives' is by default also a 

5 of 12

 17519004, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/spc3.12805 by Sheffield H
allam

 U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/06/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



KILBY

concern with Black lives and a commitment to racial equality. Merging Blackness as one of many constructed racial 
groups all deserving of equality and merging racially minoritised groups with other communities, ALM seeks to align 
with general ideals of ‘colourblind’ equality, whilst making invisible the lived realities of racial inequality and injustice 
which confront the Black community.

Butler's (2020) theory of aggressive nonviolence calls for a thorough re-specification of equality and a radical 
departure from “presumptive individualism” (p. 40). They argue that in a culture of individualism, equality “takes 
the individual person as the unit of analysis” (p. 45). Thus, under the prevailing political, social, and cultural values 
of Western individualism, the argument that ‘All lives matter’ can carry rhetorical sway by appearing to align with 
the ideals of equality—that is, every individual matters. Relatedly, whilst recognising the value of challenging ALM 
arguments which contend that the statement ‘Black lives matter’ promotes a view whereby only Black lives matter, 
or Black lives matter more (for discussion see Atkins, 2019), engagement with ALM arguments at this level does not 
necessarily move the debate beyond the culture of individualism that Butler describes.

In contrast, Butler's (2020) starting point is to emphasise how equality, when rooted in the rights of the indi-
vidual, disregards notions of interdependence and social obligations. They argue that equal treatment cannot exist 
without a matrix of interdependent social structures - fair distribution of food, shelter, work, and material resources. 
Taking this as a foundational line of reasoning we witness how ‘All Lives Matter’ seeks to elevate a universal concern 
with individual lives, without paying any heed to the structural organisation of social life. Put simply, the claim that 
‘All Lives Matter’ says nothing about how lives matter in relation to one another. When lives are considered within this 
wider ethics of collective, interdependent global equality, upholding an argument that all lives matter is untenable. 
Instead, it becomes increasingly apparent that ‘all lives don't matter’, at least not in equal measure.

Having established a language of ‘mattering’ that is based in interdependent relational concerns about how lives 
are lived with (or without) foundations of structural equality, we can now move to explore what it means for lives 
matter in practice.

2.3 | Mattering as a matter of life and death

To live in the world as a grievable life is to know that one’s death would be mourned. But also, it is to 
know that one’s life will be safeguarded because of its value

(Butler, 2020; 108)

An exploration of grievability might at first glance imply that Butler's focus is solely on death. Certainly, death and 
mourning are important features of their work. For Butler (2020) the act of public recognition and mourning for life 
lost, particularly following violent death, is crucial in marking lives as grievable. They point to a lack of due recogni-
tion in response to violent death as a reason why mourning and protest unify, as “the community that mourns also 
protests that fact that the life is considered ungrievable” (Butler, 2020, p. 74). However, key to Butler's thesis on 
grievability is the claim that for lives to register as grievable, they must matter in life as well as in death (Butler, 2020). 
In asking what is means for lives to matter, we should simultaneously attend to how lives are grieved, how lives are 
valued and how they are safeguarded. Hence, the exploration of vulnerability and differing levels of precarity is a 
feature of studying what it means to matter.

In the wake of George Floyd's death, United States polls suggested that between 15 and 26 million people 
participated in BLM demonstrations, making these the largest protests in U.S. history (Buchanan et al., 2020). Whilst 
in the UK, over 210,000 people are estimated to have participated in BLM protests during the summer of 2020 
(Dearden, 2020). Applying Butler's arguments about aggressive nonviolence, these protests are both acts of mourn-
ing George Floyd's death, and simultaneously protesting structural inequalities that shore up the unequal suffering 
and oppression that impact how Black communities experience living. Thus, in contrast to recent changes to UK 
laws which frame social protest as threatening or dangerous to society, participation in collective protest can be 
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KILBY

understood as an intensely human act, through which protestors seek to draw attention to structural inequalities 
embedded in democratic societies that affect both life and death.

In applying the lens of grievability to understand what it means to matter in life and in death, we might also look 
beyond contemporary BLM protests that most directly concern the precarity Black people face in relation to the 
police and criminal justice system both in the United States and the UK. A consideration of other aspects of social 
life where all individuals and communities are subject to vulnerability and yet levels of precarity differ include the 
realms of health, education, welfare, housing and employment. Within the space constraints of this essay, I offer two 
illustrative examples beginning with health and the global Covid 19 pandemic and then turning to housing and the 
Grenfell fire.

Covid-19 brought forth threat to human life unparalleled in contemporary Western history, raising individual 
and collective awareness of our vulnerability to succumb to illness when modern medicine can offer little in the 
way of protection. However, whilst the early weeks of the pandemic might have emphasised a universal vulnerabil-
ity to Covid 19, what soon became apparent was that people experienced differing degrees of precarity. Multiple 
UK studies, including those conducted by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and Public Health England (PHE) 
reported conclusively that people from Black and other racialised minorities in the UK faced a disproportionately 
high risk of dying from coronavirus (BBC, 2020b). According to one ONS report, Black people were over four times 
more likely to die than White people, and members of other racially minoritised groups including Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani communities also faced significantly higher risk of death than White people. Moreover, this disparity 
could not be attributed to pre-existing differences, including differences related to health conditions (Booth & 
Barr, 2020).

Whilst a range of complex factors are argued to variously contribute to the increased precarity facing members 
of the Black community and those of other racialised groups, a report published by the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
concluded that taking account of age and geography, most minority groups should have experienced fewer deaths per 
capita as compared to the White British majority (Platt & Warwock, 2020). Using Butler's theoretical lens, Maďarová 
et al. (2020) examine the pandemic, exploring how vulnerability was discursively framed in UK elite political discourse 
alongside other nations. They identify two main discursive frames: science and security. Through the explanatory 
frame of science, differential levels of vulnerability were presented as “an inherent feature of certain bodies” (p. 24), 
whilst the frame of security served to re-package the increased vulnerability that certain groups were exposed to as 
a ‘threat’ to the wider population. As these authors make plain, the Covid 19 pandemic “put in stark relief our shared 
human vulnerability and the unequal distribution of precariousness” (Maďarová et al., 2020, p. 14).

Turning to housing, I focus on one of the most significant national tragedies in recent UK history as a further 
illustration of vulnerability and precarity. In June 2017, 72 people died and a further 70 were injured during the 
Grenfell tower fire in London. Grenfell was a high-rise tower block, with a highly diverse community and a significant 
number of residents from Black and other racially minoritised groups (Rice-Oxley, 2018). The tragedy, which stands 
as the deadliest UK residential fire since World War II, was further compounded by the discovery that this disaster 
was preventable (Mortimer, 2018). The Grenfell inquiry found that a major causal factor was the external cladding 
that had been added the prior year, in part, to improve the external view of the building for the benefit of its afflu-
ent neighbours in central London. The cladding was added despite contractors being aware of significant safety 
concerns, and a record of consistently failing fire tests. Moreover, fire safety experts had repeatedly forewarned of 
such a disaster linked to the cladding. Nevertheless, contractors opted to use these riskier, but cheaper materials 
(Mortimer, 2018).

Following Butler, the Grenfell tragedy reflects a lack of concern for the lives of the residents of Grenfell, and 
therefore a lack of safeguarding to protect those lives against loss. Those who died collectively represented 19 
different nationalities and most victims were either Black, or members of other racially minoritised communities. 
Just seven victims were White British (Rice-Oxley, 2018). The issue of race became increasingly apparent as the 
inquiry progressed and the Queen's Counsel for the bereaved families consistently argued that the Grenfell tragedy 
was indelibly bound up with race, referring to race as ‘the elephant in the room’. He further drew parallels with racial 
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disparity evident in the Covid 19 pandemic and emphasised the need to factor in the social and political context in 
order to address the question of how the Grenfell fire happened (BBC, 2020a). Moreover, Tekin and Drury's (2022) 
analysis of Grenfell related Twitter posts revealed how racism and victim-blaming served to delegitimize support for 
victims. Thus, even in death, rather than stand as grievable lives, these victims were reframed as responsible for their 
own fate, and indeed for creating the conditions which led to their deaths (Tekin & Drury, 2022).

These examples are offered as a means of relating Butler's concept of grievability to how lives are lived and how 
they are lost. Just as the recent BLM protests in the UK draw attention to high levels of precarity that Black lives face 
in relation to injustice meted out by the police and criminal justice system, the examples of Covid 19 and the Grenfell 
tragedy further highlight that, in other areas of basic human rights, where equality should prevail, Black lives, along 
with other racialised lives, are not adequately and not equitably safeguarded in the UK.

Black lives of course, are not a monolith. There are many heterogeneous groups and communities and many 
other intersecting aspects of identity and individual personhood that suffuse each life. Whilst the focus of this paper 
is most directly on race, intersections of identity can further differentiate and relegate lives (Butler, 2020). In the 
introductory section of this article, I explored the case of Sarah Everard and highlighted how, even in death, the lives 
of White women and Black women in the UK are seemingly afforded differing degrees of grievability. I now return 
to consider the intersections of race and gender a little further to demonstrate how grievability might further vary 
amongst minoritised or oppressed communities.

In the United States context, the ‘#sayhername’ movement confronts the intersectional inequalities 
(Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) experienced by African American women, highlighting significant gender disparity, and chal-
lenging the even greater invisibility of police violence against Black women as compared to Black men (AAPF, n.d.). 
At the time of writing, the African American Policy forum website makes visible the lives and deaths of nearly two 
hundred women killed by the police between 1975 and 2021. The oldest memorial marks the life and death of Denise 
Hawkins who died aged 18 in 1975, and the most recent memorial marks the life and death of Ma'Khia Bryant who 
died, aged 16 in 2021 (AAPF, n.d.).

Recent high-profile cases of femicide in the UK context, reflect the same issue from the opposite direction, high-
lighting significant racial disparity and a greater invisibility of violence against Black women compared to White women. 
An example in point relates to the case of Bibaa Henry and Nicole Smallman who were murdered in London in June 
2020. The sisters were reported missing to Metropolitan police by their family after they failed to return home follow-
ing birthday celebrations. Met with an initial lack of police interest, their family and friends commenced a search, 
and the partner of Nicole Smallman discovered the bodies of both women in a local park (BBC, 2021a). In a further 
painful twist, it was later discovered that two police officers attending the crime scene had taken and shared photo-
graphs of  the women's bodies (Dodd, 2022). The case initially received very limited media interest, however following 
determined efforts of their family to demand attention to the case, in the year after their deaths and shortly after the 
vigils for Sarah Everard, public vigils were organised in their memory. An independent police inquiry revealed numer-
ous shortcomings in police management of the case and the police were advised to issue an apology to the family 
(IOPC, 2021).

Following their experience, Mina Smallman (mother of Nicole and Bibaa) repeatedly argued that racism, as well 
as misogyny and classism, were entrenched in the Metropolitan police handling of the case (Dodd, 2022). She has 
further pointed to racism as a primary factor in the general lack of UK media coverage of Black women's deaths 
(Kingsley, 2021). Whilst the scope of this article only permits discussion of this isolated example, the case of Bibaa 
Henry and Nicole Smallman helps to further elaborate Butler's (2020) arguments about the “radically uneven 
distribution of grievability” (p. 75). Moreover, the police handling of this case and the lack of care or compassion 
shown toward the bodies of Bibaa Henry and Nicole Smallman at the crime scene highlights just what it means when 
lives are not rendered grievable in life or in death. The treatment of these women by those who had a professional, 
as well as moral and ethical duty to care for them offers a poignant demonstration of Butler's (2020; p. 75) claim that 
“some do not rise to the level of the grievable, cannot be grasped as lives worth mourning”.
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2.4 | Social protest in the pursuit of lives that matters

In keeping with the arguments of Butler (2020), throughout this essay I have sought to emphasise the significant role 
that social protest plays in response to social inequality and injustice, and in the pursuit of acknowledging lives as 
grievable lives. Butler (2020) argues that when protests which do not seek out physical violence are framed by the 
state as ‘violent’, “this can only be because the power that misuses language that way seeks to secure its own monop-
oly on violence through maligning the opposition” (p. 3). Recent changes in UK law as witnessed in the new Police, 
Crime and Sentencing Act 2022 (UK Government, 2021a, 2021b) enshrine new limitations on legitimate public rights 
to social protest. Moreover, they frame public protest as illegitimate and construct protestors as a threat to the state 
and to the safety of the public.

I argue that the UK state should therefore by recognised as working against the pursuit of equality, social justice, 
and human mattering. Relatedly, these changes in UK law must be interpreted as structural violence enacted by the 
UK state on its own citizens, serving to maintain racial inequalities, and rendering those whose lives are vulnerable 
to far greater precarity. Framing them as lives that, at best, matter less than others, and at worst do not register as 
grievable lives at all.

3 | CONCLUSION

In this paper I have applied Judith Butler's political philosophy and their concept of grievability to contemporary 
arguments about lives that matter. The contribution of this paper is three-fold.

Firstly, by developing an accessible, yet nuanced engagement with the complexities of Butler's contemporary 
theoretical and philosophical work, it offers an intellectual contribution of relevance for scholars across diverse 
psychological, sociological and political disciplines studying race and/or social protest, as well as those studying 
broader issues of identity politics and social justice.

Secondly, using the theoretical lens of grievability, the paper delivers a novel exploration of what it means for 
lives to matter by exploring how racialised lives are valued (or not). Looking across three differing contexts and 
examples from the U.K context: police violence and/or lack of protection; the Covid 19 pandemic; the Grenfell fire, I 
triangulate my work and argue that, in the most basic areas of human need—protection from violent harm, rights to 
basic health care, and access to safe shelter, Black lives, along with other marginalised or racially minoritised groups, 
are subject to radically unequal levels of precarity.

Lastly, the paper contributes to contemporary legislative and policy debates in the UK about the erosion of legal 
democratic rights to engage in social protest. I demonstrate how social protest, and participation in acts of aggres-
sive non-violence are a key mechanism for the pursuit of social justice. Aligned with Butler, I contend that the act of 
protest seeks to bear witness to lives as grievable lives, deserving recognition as ‘lives that matter’. Thus, I propose 
that social protest is most accurately framed as an intensely human, ethical and valuable endeavour, and thus, rights 
to protest must be protected if we are to challenge inequalities, pursue social justice and build societies where all 
lives really do matter.
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